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Social Class and Its Affects on 
 Childhood Bereavement 
Connor M. Kirwan 
University of Minnesota, Morris Social Science Division Morris, MN 
I propose that the treatment and coping of  
bereavement among children depends on their 
social class. I researched and analyzed secondary 
sources and cited existing related literature 
studying childhood bereavement in the United 
States as well as the effect that social class has on 
it. I argue that social class greatly determines 
children’s experiences of  bereavement as well as 
the struggles and dynamics that change within the 
family due to differing financial situations, 
emotional availability and responsiveness of  the 
surviving parent, and ability to adapt to take on a 
new role in the family.  
Abstract 
Introduction 
Childhoods are the most influential period of  
growth in one’s life and are determined by one’s 
place in society. The death of  one or two parents 
affects 1.5 million children in the US today and 
can hinder the social and developmental growth of  
the child. Losing a parent often leaves children in 
a challenged and emotional state of  mind as well 
as facing bereavement, which is the act of  being 
deprived of  a close relation or friend because of  
death. However, is bereavement the same for 
every child? In American culture the topic of  
bereavement is often seen as taboo and is avoided 
as much of  the research done on childhood 
bereavement is done in European countries. There 
are numerous studies on how the death of  a 
parent impacts the emotional, physical, and social 
development of  children as well as how social 
class plays a role in those factors. My project ties 
all those studies together and connects how social 
class determines a child’s bereavement through 
differing  parenting styles, financial situations, and 
adaptability. 
	  
Research Findings & Discussion 
There are three main components that impact  a child’s bereavement: the financial 
situation, the emotional availability and responsiveness of  the surviving parent, and the 
ability to adapt and take on a new role in the family.  
  
Ericsson et al studied the socioeconomic differences between Swedish twins who were 
and were not separated at birth. With studying twins, Ericsson was able to have more 
concrete data when comparing genetic and environmental data. Ericsson found that 
twins who were separated had some differences in cognitive development. Children in 
lower childhood social class reported having experienced less positive parental attitudes 
toward education and also had lower levels of  education than the twins that stayed 
together. After studying the twins for years, however, Ericsson found that there was no 
long-term negative affect on cognitive thinking on the children once they reached 
adulthood. However, Ericsson concluded that childhood social class is important for 
cognitive performance in adulthood on a population level, but the association is largely 
attributable to genetic influences. 
  
Hoeg et al studied parental loss in children (<18) and the formation and dissolution of  
marriage and cohabitation relationships in adulthood. He looked at the sex of  the 
deceased parent and child’s age at time of  death. He followed children in Denmark born 
between the years 1970 and 1995 and used Poisson regression models to assess rate 
ratios by gender for relationship formation and separation according to early parental 
loss as well as did follow-ups for fourteen years. Hoeg et al found no correlation 
between the age of  the child or the sex of  the deceased parent on child bereavement but 
found that the emotional availability and responsiveness of  the surviving parent 
determined the emotional stability and future success of  relationships in their children. 
Hoeg et al found that low parental availability resulted in higher child bereavement and 
unsuccessful adulthood relationships.  
  
Kennedy et al examined cause of  bereavement, child age (7-13yrs) at bereavement, and 
relation to bereaved. The causes of  bereavement that were studied were unexpected, 
illness, suicide, and other. They found that experiencing severe stress in childhood may 
result in a greater vulnerability to subsequent stressors in adulthood. They noted that the 
loss of  a family member unexpectedly causes a stronger association with low resilience 
than illness because it may be a result of  less time for preparation, both for the 
individual and the surrounding social network. They also found that there was a greater 
increase in risk for low resilience with increasing age of  children at loss. This availability 
and responsiveness ties closely to social class where parents in lower and working class 
are forced to focus on the survival of  the family financially rather than have most of  
their focus on the child. Upper and middle class families have the economic stability to 
direct their focuses to the betterment of  the child. 
	  
Ongoing Work 
Thus far, I have found a correlation between 
social class and the negative or positive 
results it has on childhood bereavement. 
Lower and working class children are more 
likely to experience negative affects to 
bereavement that span their entire lives. 
Whereas upper and middle class children are 
able to have access to the necessary 
resources and support to allow them to heal 
and succeed. Understanding the social 
disparities in today’s American soceity and 
how those differences allow children to 
develop emotionally, physically, and 
academically allows us to close the socail 
class gap. Social class determines the success 
of  child during times of  bereavement and 
acknowledging this is the first step to help 
every child during that difficult time.  
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